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            THE JOY OF MOLLIE MATHEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “This phenomenal short story will pull you in and keep you wanting more!”

      

        

      
        “Mollie Mathews is a favorite author.”

      

        

      
        “Beautifully written. The author’s vivid and descriptive writing style pulled me into a world I never wanted to leave.”

      

        

      
        “Perfect for a lazy weekend. This is the first book I have read by this author but it won't be last. I can't wait to be more.”

      

        

      
        Mollie Mathew’s writing transports you to places she is describing where you can kick back and relax for a while as this endearing story unfolds. Her characters soon become visible through her careful picture-building.”

      

        

      
        “This author has the gift & the power to make you experience her remarkable craft on a whole other level.”
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      Nashville, inching slowly toward the red carpet of the Bridgestone Arena. Tonight was the Country Music Association Awards, the pinnacle of the country music calendar, where Nashville’s finest gathered to celebrate the year’s best. The event was an intoxicating mix of grit and glamour, as the biggest names in country, from chart-topping legends to up-and-coming singer-songwriters, mingled under the dazzling lights.

      At fifty-eight, Jolene Wyatt was country music royalty. With five CMAs and three Grammys under her belt, she was a force to be reckoned with in the industry. This was an event she never missed, not only to acknowledge her fellow artists but to remind everyone why she was still one of the most formidable voices in the business. For Jolene, these nights weren’t just about the accolades or the applause; they were about maintaining her place in the hearts of the fans and the minds of the critics. After all, in Nashville, you’re only as relevant as your last hit.

      The air was electric with anticipation as Jolene stepped out of the black Escalade, her sequined gown catching the light like a million tiny stars. The crowd roared, cameras flashed, and she felt the familiar thrill of the spotlight. As she made her way down the red carpet, stopping for interviews and posing for photos, Jolene knew this was more than just a show of respect for the industry—it was a testament to her resilience, a nod to the decades of hard work, heartache, and, most importantly, the music that had defined her life.

      It was a night to be seen and to see, to pay tribute to the dreamers who made it big and to inspire those still chasing their break. Because in Nashville, every story begins with a song, and tonight, the city was singing loud and clear.
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      As Jolene moved through the throngs of glitzy gowns and tailored suits, her mind was half on the festivities and half on the performance she’d be giving later that night. It wasn’t just any song; it was a new track she’d penned after her very public and painful divorce. It was raw, a little bit angry, and full of that heartbroken truth that made country music cut right to the bone. She’d been hesitant to perform it, worried about the reaction from the industry insiders who thrived on gossip, but in the end, the decision had been easy. She owed it to herself to sing her story.

      She glanced around, spotting familiar faces. There was Travis Dean, the newest country heartthrob, his face a constant presence on billboards and magazine covers. He gave her a boyish grin and a respectful nod. A few steps away, she noticed Loretta Rae, a woman Jolene had mentored years ago. Now, Loretta was the reigning queen of country, and Jolene couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride. It was moments like these that reminded her why she’d stayed in the game for so long.

      “Jolene, over here!” A reporter’s voice cut through the noise. She turned, flashing that megawatt smile, and made her way over to the press line.

      “Jolene, you look stunning tonight,” the reporter gushed. “What are you most looking forward to this evening?”

      “Well, thank you, sugar,” Jolene drawled, her Southern accent as smooth as Tennessee whiskey. “I reckon I’m just excited to be here with all these incredible artists. It’s a real honor, y’know? I think we’ve all been through a lot this past year, and it’s nice to be able to celebrate the music that’s gotten us through.”

      “And there’s quite a buzz about your performance tonight. Can you tell us anything about what you’ve got planned?”

      Jolene hesitated, then leaned in a little closer. “Well, let’s just say I’m gonna be singing somethin’ from the heart. It’s a new song, real personal. I hope folks can relate.”

      The reporter’s eyes widened. “Is this song about your recent⁠—?”

      “I think the song will speak for itself,” Jolene interrupted gently, but firmly. She wasn’t here to rehash the past; she was here to move forward. With a polite smile, she moved on, leaving the reporter scrambling for a new angle.

      

      As she headed toward the backstage area, Jolene’s gaze caught on a man leaning against the bar, watching her with an intensity that sent a shiver down her spine. He was tall, ruggedly handsome, with a cowboy hat tilted just so and a five o’clock shadow that looked more deliberate than lazy. His eyes were sharp, the color of storm clouds, and as she passed, he lifted his glass in a silent salute. Jolene’s breath hitched. She hadn’t seen Beau McAllister in years—not since that summer tour that had ended in a whirlwind romance and a bitter goodbye.

      “Jolene,” he called, his voice a low rumble that sent her heart racing. “You look good.”

      She raised an eyebrow, her pulse quickening with a mix of annoyance and something she couldn’t quite name. “Beau McAllister. Didn’t expect to see you here.”

      He shrugged, his smile easy. “I’m full of surprises.”

      “Well, enjoy the show,” she said, turning away before he could say anything else. She didn’t need distractions tonight, especially not ones wrapped up in six feet of bad boy charm.

      As she slipped through the backstage entrance, Jolene tried to shake off the unexpected encounter. She had a job to do. No matter who was watching, no matter what had happened in the past, tonight was about her and her music. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and headed for the stage. It was time to show Nashville—and maybe even herself—that she still had what it took.
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      Jolene’s boots clicked against the hardwood floors as she made her way to her dressing room, the familiar sounds of the backstage hustle echoing around her. Stagehands dashed about, adjusting cables and microphones, while artists murmured last-minute instructions to their band members. The air buzzed with energy and anticipation.

      Pushing open the door marked with her name, she stepped inside and was greeted by the sight of her longtime assistant, Frankie, fussing over a rack of shimmering outfits. “You’re late, Jo,” Frankie chided, but her eyes sparkled with affection. “I was about to send out a search party.”

      Jolene grinned, her tension easing a bit in the warmth of Frankie’s presence. “Just makin’ the rounds. And I had a run-in with an old ghost.”

      Frankie’s eyebrows shot up. “Who?”

      “Beau.”

      “Oh, Lord. Is he still breathing fire?” Frankie asked, her voice tinged with concern as she handed Jolene a cup of honeyed tea.

      “Seemed friendly enough, but I didn’t stick around to find out,” Jolene said, taking a sip. The tea soothed her throat, but her heart was still thrumming from the encounter. “It’s been a long time, Frankie. Didn’t expect to feel much of anything, but seeing him… I don’t know.”

      Frankie nodded, her expression understanding. “You’re human, Jolene. And that man always had a way of gettin’ under your skin.”

      Jolene sighed and turned her attention to the wardrobe. Tonight’s performance had to be perfect, down to the last detail. “What do we think? Gold or black?”

      Frankie pursed her lips, studying the options. “Go with the black. It’s powerful. And it’ll make you look like the queen you are.”

      Jolene nodded, slipping into the sleek, off-the-shoulder gown. It hugged her figure in all the right places, the black sequins shimmering under the dressing room lights. Frankie stepped back, her eyes shining with approval. “You’re gonna knock ‘em dead, Jo.”

      Jolene glanced in the mirror, taking in the woman staring back at her. It was still a little strange, seeing herself like this—strong, confident, a survivor. There had been a time not so long ago when she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to stand in front of a crowd again, let alone perform. But here she was, ready to bare her soul once more.

      “Thanks, Frankie. For everything,” she murmured, squeezing her friend’s hand.

      “Always, sugar,” Frankie replied, her voice soft. “Now, go show them what you’re made of.”

      Jolene took a deep breath and headed toward the stage entrance. The familiar pre-show jitters danced in her stomach as she peeked out at the audience. The arena was packed, thousands of eager faces waiting, their collective energy palpable. This was what she lived for—the thrill, the connection, the music.

      The lights dimmed, and the announcer’s voice boomed through the speakers. “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage, the one and only, Jolene Wyatt!”

      The crowd erupted in applause as Jolene stepped into the spotlight, her guitar slung over her shoulder. She took her place at the microphone, the weight of the moment pressing down on her. But as the first chords rang out, something inside her shifted, a calm settling over her like a warm blanket.

      “Good evenin’, y’all,” she drawled into the mic, her voice steady and strong. “I’m so glad to be here with you tonight. I’ve got a new song I’d like to share. It’s about finding your way back to yourself, even when the world seems set on breakin’ you.”

      A hush fell over the crowd as she began to strum, the melody haunting and beautiful. Her voice, rich and resonant, filled the arena, wrapping around the audience like a lover’s embrace. The lyrics poured out of her, raw and unfiltered, telling the story of a woman who had been through the fire and come out the other side, stronger and wiser.

      As she sang, Jolene felt the familiar ache of the words, each one a piece of her soul laid bare. She sang of love lost and strength regained, of nights spent alone and the courage to stand up again. And through it all, she felt the audience with her, their silent support lifting her higher.

      When she reached the final chorus, her voice swelled, the power of the moment taking over. She closed her eyes, losing herself in the music, in the truth of the song. The last note hung in the air, and for a heartbeat, there was silence.

      Then, the crowd erupted, a roar of applause and cheers that seemed to shake the very foundations of the arena. Jolene opened her eyes, her heart swelling with gratitude and relief. She’d done it. She’d laid it all on the line, and they’d felt it.

      She gave a small, humble nod, her eyes scanning the sea of faces. And there, at the edge of the stage, was Beau, his expression unreadable but his eyes locked on hers. For a moment, time seemed to stop. Then he tipped his hat, a gesture of respect and—maybe—something more.

      Jolene’s breath caught, but she pushed it aside. There would be time to figure that out later. Right now, this was her moment, her victory. She turned back to the crowd, raising her guitar in thanks.

      “Thank you,” she called, her voice ringing out. “Thank you, Nashville!”

      As she stepped off the stage, the applause still echoing in her ears, Jolene felt something she hadn’t in a long time—hope. Maybe this was just the beginning of a whole new chapter.
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      Backstage, Jolene was met with a flurry of congratulations and pats on the back from crew members and fellow artists. Frankie practically tackled her with a hug, tears shining in her eyes.

      “That was somethin’ else, Jo. You had the whole place in the palm of your hand,” Frankie gushed, her voice trembling with emotion.

      Jolene smiled, her heart still racing from the performance. “Felt good to let it all out, y’know? To be up there again, just me and the music.”

      “More than good. You were brilliant,” Frankie insisted, pulling back to look Jolene in the eye. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Before Jolene could respond, a shadow fell over them. She turned to see Beau standing a few feet away, his expression softer than she remembered.

      “Mind if I steal her for a second, Frankie?” he asked, his voice low and polite.

      Frankie glanced between them, her protective instincts flaring. But Jolene gave her a reassuring nod. “It’s alright. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      As Frankie disappeared down the hall, Beau stepped closer, his gaze searching her face. “Jolene, that was… I don’t even have words. You bared your soul out there.”

      “Yeah, well, sometimes you gotta bleed a little to heal,” she replied, her tone guarded. The years had taught her to be cautious with Beau McAllister. He’d always had a way of pulling her in, making her feel things she wasn’t sure she could handle.

      He nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. “I know a thing or two about that. But I don’t think I’ve ever seen you sing like that before. It was raw. Honest.”

      “Guess that’s what happens when you’ve got nothin’ left to lose,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. But the way he was looking at her, like he could see right through to her soul, was making it hard to breathe.

      “There’s somethin’ I’ve been wantin’ to say to you for a long time, Jolene,” he started, his voice rough around the edges. “About the way things ended between us…”

      She held up a hand, stopping him. “Beau, we’ve been down that road before. What’s done is done. I’m not lookin’ to rehash the past.”

      He looked at her, frustration flashing in his eyes. “I know. But I’ve changed, Jolene. I’m not that reckless kid you knew back then.”

      She raised an eyebrow, a small, skeptical smile playing on her lips. “People don’t change that much, Beau.”

      His jaw tightened, but he didn’t back down. “Maybe not. But I’ve spent a lot of time thinkin’ about you, about us. I was a damn fool, and I know I hurt you.”

      Jolene crossed her arms, trying to ignore the way her heart was pounding. “Yeah, you did.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said simply, the words hanging between them like a fragile bridge.

      For a long moment, Jolene didn’t know what to say. Part of her wanted to walk away, to protect herself from the pain that always seemed to follow where Beau was concerned. But another part of her, the part that had just sung her heart out in front of thousands of people, was tired of running.

      “Apology accepted,” she said finally, her voice soft but firm. “But that doesn’t change what happened.”

      “I know,” he murmured, his gaze dropping to the floor. “But I was hopin’ it might change what happens next.”

      Jolene’s breath caught. “What are you sayin’, Beau?”

      He looked up, his eyes fierce and determined. “I’m sayin’ I’m still crazy about you, Jolene. Always have been, always will be. And I want another chance—if you’ll have me.”

      Her heart twisted painfully in her chest. She’d dreamed of hearing those words once, long ago, but now they felt more like a dangerous temptation than a promise. “Beau, it’s not that simple.”

      “Why not?” he asked, stepping closer. “You and me, we’ve got somethin’ real. I know I messed up before, but I’m not that guy anymore. I’m ready to be the man you deserve.”

      She shook her head, emotions swirling inside her. “And what about my life, Beau? You know how hard I’ve fought to get back here, to stand on my own two feet again. I’m not sure I can risk that.”

      “I don’t want to take anything from you,” he said softly. “I just want to be by your side, if you’ll let me.”

      Jolene looked into his eyes, searching for something—truth, redemption, maybe even love. She saw all of that and more, and it terrified her. Because she knew that with Beau, everything would be all or nothing.

      “I need time,” she said finally, her voice barely a whisper.

      He nodded, a small, hopeful smile tugging at his lips. “I can give you that. I’ll wait, Jolene. For as long as it takes.”

      She bit her lip, emotions warring within her. “You might be waitin’ a long time.”

      “I don’t care,” he said, his voice steady and sure. “You’re worth it.”

      Jolene’s heart ached, but she forced herself to take a step back. “I’ve gotta go. They’re waitin’ for me at the press line.”

      “Go be the queen you are,” he said, tipping his hat to her. “But remember, I’m here. And I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

      She nodded, turning away before he could see the tears welling in her eyes. As she walked down the hall, she tried to steady her breathing, to focus on the moment. But Beau’s words echoed in her mind, soft and insistent.

      Maybe, just maybe, she could have it all—the music, the independence, and the love she’d always longed for. But first, she had to find the courage to take that leap of faith. And tonight, standing on the edge of something new and terrifying, she felt the faint stirrings of hope.

      Because if there was one thing she knew for sure, it was that a good country song—and maybe a good man—could heal even the deepest wounds.

    



OEBPS/images/one-step-at-a-time-book-cover-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/cassandralogos1-2.jpg
&

Ll Sl





